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9In my work I explore dislocation within a diasporic experience. I use personal and 
familial accounts of migration, assimilation and reverse culture shock to examine 
and add to the collective narratives that underlie national as well as individual 
identities. In reconciling my own sense of loss in having moved away from Pakistan,  
I appropriate histories, recreate memories and envision futures to mould the  
present. Investigations of personal experiences inform an analysis of the larger social, 
political and historical contexts. In my practice I use video, animation and new  
media technologies to “re-view” archives. My sources include audio and text from 
political speeches, photographs and videos that I have found and created, as well as 
writings and poetry I have collected and produced. My written thesis, divided into 
three sections, offers the layers through which I process my subject matter. In  
the first section, “Formulating Nations, Forcing Identities,” I examine the inabilities  
of an archive, whether historical accounts or photographic depictions, to ever be 
complete. The second section, “Rubato: Found Time,” addresses my formal choices 
within time-based mediums to articulate the fragility of personal recollections. 
Finally, “Endless Tihai” consists of my writings and poetry, which are often the seed  
for my visual work. 
Abstract
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Ahmedi: A Muslim sect, a persecuted minority in Pakistan
Chapatti: Flatbread
Dada: Paternal grandfather
Dadi: Paternal grandmother
Desi: Local (literal translation); in the vernacular,
having to do with South Asia
Gulab jamun: A kind of dessert
Maghrib: Dusk
Nani: Maternal grandmother
Nana: Maternal grandfather
Phulkaa: Flatbread, when it fills with air while being 
cooked on an open flame
Qawaalis: A form of Sufi devotional music from South Asia
Rubato: Rhythmic flexibility within a musical phrase; a 
relaxation of strict time
Shalwar Kameez: Tunic and loose pants, attire indigenous 
to South Asia 
Suo Moto: A Latin legal term for “on its own motion”
Tasbih: Rosary
Tihai: A musical phrase repeated thrice, signaling the end 
of a piece
Toba Tek Singh: A fictional character from Saadat Hasan 
Manto’s short story about Partition by the same name 
Wagah: Border-crossing between Lahore, Pakistan and 
Amritsar, India 
Glossary
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Inabilities: to be in two places at once; to amalgamate 
experiences; to be cognizant of my own biases. And abilities: 
to call more than one place my own; to distinguish one 
from the other; to recognize some of the biases others hold. 
In my practice I explore acts of clinging and assimilating, resist- 
ing and mediating, including and eliminating through curated 
dialogues — recorded, photographed, summarized, para-
phrased, appropriated and paid homage to. I reference borders 
that are no longer just physical, battles that are no longer 
just tactical, and displacements that are no longer just person- 
al. My work explores and challenges the voids and brims  
of these dualities by experiencing and grappling with borders 
and demarcations and by organizing, categorizing and de- 
fining both bodies and spaces.
I am drawn to the intersections where my worlds meet. Where 
my fear of crossing borders is scanned on my fingerprints  
as I try not to smile for a camera. Where my love for gulab 
jamuns drips like the stale syrup they soak in at a desi store 
in New England. Where my anger is absorbed into the indiff- 
erent creases of newspapers with images of drones on the 
front page. I know these spaces, I know them intimately.  
I know them when I resist them, I know them even when  
I can’t put my finger on them. And I know them especially 
when I ignore them. These spaces harbor the narratives I 
record, create, remember, and tell again and again.
The title of my written thesis, “Seven Seas Without,” is borrow- 
ed from an Urdu phrase that describes the distance between 
home and abroad as one that is separated by seven seas. My 
insertion of the word “without” alludes to the absences I 
consider in my practice. The first section, “Formulating Na- 
tions, Forcing Identities,” addresses my experience of the 
creation and perpetuation of Pakistan’s identity, as well as my 
thoughts on the cropping and framing of historical and 
contemporary accounts in relation to photographic practice. 
The second section, “Rubato: Found Time,” addresses my 
use of the moving image in relation to the still. The works in 
this chapter range in content, from reflections on memories  
of growing up in Karachi to collective meditations on the 
anxieties surrounding the current political situation in 
Pakistan. The final section, “Endless Tihai,” comprises of 
my writings and poetry, some of which have inspired my  
visual work.
Introduction

Formulating Nations, Forcing Identities
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A photograph is at once an indexical sign that emanates credence and the partial 
truth that undermines it. It is both a record of what has been and an omission 
of what else was. It is a stating of the facts and the assertion of an opinion. 
Photography can function both as an accidental testimony and an intentional 
inauthenticity. Its inherent believability is powerful, as is its ready malleability. 
Despite these dualities, photographs seem to assert an easy authority in their 
representation of reality. In this, they differ from images created in other mediums. 
In looking at paintings or drawings viewers assume that decisions were made by 
an artist to exaggerate or diminish, to include or omit, to represent or abstract. 
Photographs, on the other hand, carry an air of automaticity, where the decisions 
made by a photographer aren’t always obvious.
The use of a camera, however, is neither objective nor passive. Photographs reveal 
only a part of the reality that they can so effortlessly assert. They are framed, so 
that both time and space are cropped. Information around the frame, as well as 
what came before or after the moment when the shutter was released, is left out. 
Exaggerations and abstractions can be created through technical decisions about 
the type of lens used, or the size of the aperture (to bring into focus or to blur), or 
17
the exactitude or distortion with which motion is captured through the shutter speed. 
The myriad of options available through editing software add still more ways through 
which an artist can control the image. Photographs, as philosopher Vilém Flusser 
writes, “are not ‘denotative’ (unambiguous) complexes of symbols (like numbers, for 
example) but ‘connotative’ (ambiguous) complexes of symbols: They provide space for 
interpretation.”1 Thus, in addition to the meanings instilled through a photographer’s 
intentions, meaning is also attached to photographs by the viewer.
In interpreting photographs, in creating space and time around them, in imagining 
why a particular moment may have existed, we can begin to see the diverse sets of 
possibilities that are neglected. Yet, photographs aren’t always considered a part of 
a larger whole that needs to be envisioned. A captured moment often becomes the 
record that stands in for the entire event; a birthday, a World Cup victory or a war. In 
creating and asserting a particular visual memory, photographs are like historical 
accounts. They can support a bias, they can displace alternative memories, they can 
ensure the survival of a particular narrative and they can leave voids. Photographs  
tell stories while withholding, embellish while omitting, reinforce while diminishing 
and dictate while disregarding. 
In The Location of Culture, literary critic Homi Bhabha considers the relationship of 
the subjectivity of historical accounts to power. He reflects on how the exclusions or 
slippages within a dominant narrative can be addressed, and how the authority with 
which an account is told can be used to counterbalance the deficiencies within the 
narrative. In rethinking these slippages Bhabha recalls Toni Morrison’s notion of the 
1. Vilém Flusser, Towards a Philosophy 
of Photography, trans. Anthony Mathews 
(London: Reaktion Books, 1983), 8. Flusser 
is borrowing the terms “denotative” and 
“connotative” from Roland Barthes, Image-
Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1977).
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void as a way to help recreate collective memories. As Bhabha notes, Morrison draws 
attention to the ways in which certain aspects of culture are stunted as a result of 
the purposefulness with which their omissions are articulated. Morrison uses these 
spaces to renegotiate both identity and history for her own practice, affirming that 
‘‘a void may be empty but it is not a vacuum.”2
The idea of the creation of one dominant historical narrative to the exclusion of 
others resonates deeply with my own experiences of having grown up in Pakistan. 
The insistence on producing a unifying national identity served to tie together very 
disparate ethnic regions, while creating a distance from India on the basis of religion. 
A further effort was made to align ideologies and even histories with other Muslim 
countries, while still negotiating a colonial past. In my work I use what has been left 
as an archive of the creation of this national identity to “re-view” history. As Guy 
Debord writes in Society of the Spectacle, “examining history amounts to examining 
the nature of power.”3 In my mediation, I hope to challenge the role of the archive as 
a deliberate and concrete attempt at creating a history through power and use it 
instead as testimony for histories that were left out.
 
In March 1948, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the founding father of Pakistan, gave a radio 
address at Dhaka University in East Bengal (now Bangladesh). The speech was made 
seven months after the formation of Pakistan, and in it Jinnah rejects the demands 
for Bengali to be considered a national language alongside Urdu.
2. Toni Morrison, as quoted in Homi Bhabha, 
The Location of Culture (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1994), 284.
3. Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle, trans. 
Ken Knabb (London: Rebel Press, 1992), 77.
Opposite page:
A partial transcript of Muhammed Ali 
Jinnah’s radio address at Dhaka University, 
March 24,1948.
Let me make it very clear to you, leave no doubt, that the state 
language of Pakistan is going to be Urdu and no other language. 
And anyone who tries to mislead you is really the enemy of Pakistan. 
Without a state language, no nation can remain tied up solidly 
together and function. Look at the history, every government has 
got to have a state language. So, therefore, so far as the state 
language is concerned, Pakistan’s language shall be Urdu. 
Let me restate my views on the question of a state language for 
Pakistan. For official use in this province, the people of the province 
can choose any language they wish . . . This question will be decided 
totally in accordance with the wishes of the people of this province, 
alone, as freely expressed through their accredited representatives at 
the appropriate time and after full and dispassionate consideration. 
There can, however, be only one lingua franca, that is, the language 
for inter-communication between the various provinces of the 
state, and the state language, that language should be Urdu 
and cannot be any other. The state language, therefore, must 
obviously be Urdu, a language that has been nurtured by a hundred 
million Muslims of this subcontinent, a language understood 
throughout the length and breadth of Pakistan and, above all, 
a language which, more than any other provincial language, 
embodies the best that is in Islamic culture and Muslim tradition 
and is nearest to the languages used in other Islamic countries.
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In Jinnah Re-Stated I have paired the radio address (for which no video exists) with 
silent footage from YouTube of Muhammad Ali Jinnah delivering a speech. The 
audio is looped to exaggerate the already excessive repetition that Jinnah uses 
in his speech to express his reasons for Urdu remaining the only state language. 
The reorganized audio is set up to dictate the flicker in the video so that the image 
appears only when the volume goes above a certain level. This draws attention 
visually to the emphasis Jinnah conveys through his tone and enunciation. 
In giving his reasons for Urdu being the state language, Jinnah highlights the clear 
construction of a national identity in the early stages of Pakistan’s independence. 
Contrary to his assertions, Urdu was not an “obvious” choice for the state language. 
Though Urdu has strong roots in South Asia — both as a language of education 
and as a language of cross-cultural communication — it was spoken primarily by the 
communities migrating to Pakistan from Urdu-speaking regions of India. Bengali 
was spoken by nearly 56 percent of Pakistan’s population at the time, with a majority 
of Bengali speakers belonging to the province of East-Bengal. Urdu bears close 
resemblance to Hindi, but is written in Arabic script as opposed to Sanskrit. This 
served to align Pakistan’s political identity with other Muslim nations, while also 
serving to distance it from its recently severed South Asian roots. In designating 
Bengali merely a provincial language, Jinnah foreshadows further estrangements  
in what is to become a divisive future. The speech, in hindsight, points to the fault 
lines that contributed to Pakistan’s brutal civil war in 1971 that led to the formation  
of Bangladesh.
Jinnah Re-stated, 2011
Stills from video in Max/MSP
3 minutes, 38 seconds
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In his book The Rhetoric of Empire, David Spurr deconstructs the use of language in 
the maintenance of authority. Spurr uses the example of the rhetoric of the French 
colonizers during the Algerian revolution. In analyzing Prime Minister Pierre Mendèz-
France’s November 1954 parliamentary address, Spurr points out that the need for 
an assertion of authority arises from circumstances where it has been challenged, so 
that in asserting itself, authority reveals itself as being conditional. As he explains:
This splitting open of authority is precisely what takes place in the 
speech of Mendès-France: the nation “must affirm its unity and 
solidarity” only because they do not exist. The assertion that “no 
secession is conceivable” is made possible only because such a 
secession has already been conceived.4
Spurr’s identification of the amplification of rhetoric at moments of crisis in authority 
can be applied not only to colonial discourses but also the constructions of national 
unity and order that succeeded them. The language Jinnah uses in his speech 
functions similarly to that of Mendèz-France in asserting an authority that has been 
challenged. Phrases like “let me make it very clear to you,” “leave no doubt” and 
“there can be only one” stress the need for the decision to make Urdu the only state 
language to be seen as absolute and universal. By denying Bengali the status of a 
state language, Jinnah perpetuates the colonial structures of power that were 
challenged in the creation of Pakistan. This is also made painfully clear in his choice 
to deliver the speech in English, highlighting once again the continued entangle-
ments with the disparities created by a colonial past that he fought so hard to sever.
4. David Spurr, The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial 
Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing, and 
Imperial Administration (Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 1993), 124.
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In the footage I have chosen, Jinnah is dressed in a suit, calling further attention to 
the deeply embedded colonial legacy. The footage has been hand-colored — evidence 
of a prior alteration — and in my appropriation the image of Jinnah flickers to the 
changes in the sound of his speech. The points of greatest emphasis in the piece, 
where the sound is the loudest and the image appears, are precisely the places  
where his entrenchment in a residual power structure are still evident — in both the 
language and attire he chooses. The screen remains black in between the flashes of 
Jinnah’s image as a way to acknowledge the voids left — both by his assertion of a 
dominant narrative as well as by his untimely death only a year after the formation  
of Pakistan. His absence is often spoken of as an orphaning of the nation, one that 
left little room for reassessment for how a unity was to be maintained. 
Another artist who uses notions of authority and authenticity to acknowledge the 
voids left by their assertions is Lebanese-American artist Walid Raad. Working 
in video, photography and writing, Raad employs the structure of an archive to 
create uncertainties between what is real and unreal, and the autobiographical 
and the fictional, thus creating room for considering the subjective and ambiguous 
nature of historical records. In 1999 Raad conceived of an imaginary collective, 
The Atlas Group, for researching and documenting contemporary Lebanese history, 
in particular the history of the Lebanese Civil War (1975-1990/91). In her essay 
“Not a Search for Truth,” Brita Schmitz writes, “The Group retrieves, preserves, 
analyzes, and produces audiovisual, photographic, literary, and other documents.”5  
Raad uses the assertion of power within the archive to first give credibility to, and 
5. Walid Raad, The Atlas Group (1989-2004): 
A Project by Walid Raad (Cologne: Verlag der 
Buchhandlung Walther König, 2006), 41. 
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then unravel a narrative based in historical fact. This mimics, in a much shorter 
timeframe, the ways in which history is written and then eventually challenged. The 
work Sweet Talk: The Hilwé Commissions (1992-2004), in particular, evidences the 
incompleteness that is inherent to both photography and the archive. For the project 
artists in Beirut were commissioned to take photographs of buildings of note in the 
city. The photographs were then manipulated so that everything but the building was 
removed. Indications of a partial and incomplete view of Beirut and its history are 
thus made explicit visually. 
Within my own experiences of the creation and enactment of a national identity, the 
croppings and framings of histories now seem obvious. School lessons laid claim 
to the Mughals as our Muslim forefathers to deny possible Hindu roots. Political 
speeches reiterated a seemingly natural tie to the Middle East to fortify a South 
Asian Partition. Official documents asked for allegiances to religious ideology at the 
expense of rights for minorities. Even the languages that were used to communicate 
these histories severed ethnic and regional bonds. Our O-Level syllabus for Pakistan 
Studies (set to a British curriculum, taught in English) ended just after Partition, 
with Pakistan still having an East and a West. Chapters that would have to explain 
the war of 1971 that ended in East Pakistan becoming Bangladesh were avoided. 
The narrative of a Muslim solidarity that had been the basis for Partition remained 
unchallenged, circumventing guilt-laden difficulties around self-inflicted wounds.
These grapplings with the formations of and reductions to an idea of a Muslim state 
intensified during Zia-Ul-Haq’s coup. His Islamization of the state severely curtailed 
Opposite page:
Walid Raad and the Atlas Group 
Sweet Talk: The Hilwé Commissions  
(1992-2004), 2004
Color photographs
Variable dimensions
Image source: artist website
26
the rights of citizens, with women and minorities being the most affected. It was 
the first time that women, particularly those from the urban middle and upper 
classes, organized in opposition to the state. The year I was born, my mother joined 
the Women’s Action Forum (WAF), which is still active. When Zia’s vision for an 
Islamized state extended to the arts — “Dance was forbidden, music was frowned 
upon, and the visual arts directed to be ‘Islamic’ in form and content” — women, 
including many WAF members, used art as a tool.6 In their acts of protest, they used 
theatre, music, dance and the visual arts to bring women and minority rights to the 
forefront. Artists like Lala Rukh, Naheed Raza, Salima Hashmi, Riffat Alvi, Mehr 
Afroze, Durriya Kazi and Nafisa Shah changed the role of art so that it was no longer 
viewed as an “ornamental, non-competitive, non-threatening occupation.”7 In their 
work they engaged politics and activated public spaces to contest the surreptitious 
and unchallenged spread of a religious and political ideology. 
As children, my sister and I were only peripherally aware of the significant political 
impact the women around us were having as we were brought along to protests, 
seminars, performances and meetings. We shouted slogans we didn’t quite 
understand; we danced through art galleries and sketched through dance recitals.  
As I grew older I started participating more consciously, performing street theater, 
designing placards and photographing for events organized by protesters.
 
My interest in political ideas as the content for my work comes from having grown 
up in a space where political decisions had very personal consequences. Though I 
am engaging with and addressing broader political dialogues, I am filtering the 
6. Salima Hashmi, Unveiling the Visible: 
Lives and Works of Women Artists of Pakistan 
(Lahore: Sang-e-Meel Publications, 2003), 91.
7. Ibid., 7.
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discourse through my own experiences. I have now been in North America for over 
a decade and this has greatly influenced how I view Pakistan’s identity and my own. 
In many ways it was the distance from Pakistan that compelled me to investigate my 
own notions and assumptions about the ideologies, traditions and cultural norms I 
had taken for granted. Homi Bhabha describes this understanding that comes from 
having distance from a place:
 The transnational dimension of cultural transformation — migration, 
diaspora, displacement, relocation — makes the process of cultural 
translation a complex form of signification. The neutral(ized), unifying 
discourse of “nation,” “peoples,” or the authentic “folk” tradition, 
those embedded myths of culture’s particularity, cannot be readily 
referenced. The great, though unsettling, advantage of this position  
is that it makes you increasingly aware of the construction of culture 
and the invention of tradition.8 
My work, especially recently, has been largely introspective and in retelling the 
experiencing of a history I am, of course, picking and choosing what I include and 
exclude as well. Within these narratives I hope to reflect on and question the 
absences that arise from my own reconstructions. In examining my place within  
both historical and contemporary narratives I am using drawing, collage and 
animation precisely to militate against the authority of photography. 
8. Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1994), 172.
Women Artists Manifesto (signed by 15 women 
artists in Lahore), 1983
Image source: Unveiling the Visible: Lives and Works 
of Women Artists of Pakistan (p. 193-195)

Thinly Veiled, 2010
Stills from hand-drawn and collaged animation
2 minutes, 3 seconds 
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Thinly Veiled is a short animation re-contextualizing President Obama’s address to 
the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, delivered on December 2, 2009. The speech 
addresses his administration’s strategy in Afghanistan and Pakistan. That America’s 
foreign policy is having an ever-increasing impact — not only on political unfoldings 
but also on the seemingly trivial decisions of everyday life — in a place I have known 
intimately is both all encompassing and wholly removed. The changing landscape of 
Karachi, still accessible through phone calls to family, Facebook photographs, broad-
cast news and exponentially growing blog posts, remains intangible. The fear of a nation 
disintegrating along provincial borders is palpable for Pakistanis as the battlegrounds  
in the “War on Terror” take entire cities into their fold. Obama’s use of the term “Af-Pak” 
obliterates the Durand Line (itself a colonial imposition), exacerbating this unease. 
Histories, places and our affiliations to them begin to be redefined by externally imposed 
solutions to a conflict. The risk that these solutions will continue to include support  
for (imprecise) military operations and corrupt governments remains. 
In Thinly Veiled I hope to convey not only my uncertainties about (and opposition to) 
the extended war, but also its cyclical relentlessness. Within the animation the 
transcript of President Obama’s speech, with parts of the text removed, scrolls over  
a self-portrait. I amplify the effects of a strained political relationship through figments 
in a dreamscape. Images of the drone and the crow — one indiscriminate in its blind 
destruction, the other an all-seeing harbinger of certain catastrophe — act as counter-
points, both complicit. I also implicate myself, as I wash dishes and watch television 
while only having to imagine harsher realities.

Rubato: Found Time
In collaboration with Kohila Kurunathan 
A Home Within, 2009
Stills from hand-drawn and collaged animation
2 minutes, 29 seconds
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In the summer before I came to graduate school, artist and friend Kohila Kurunathan 
and I were invited by Gallery 44 - Centre for Contemporary Photography and the 
Toronto Animated Image Society to work on a project that explored the relationship 
between photography and animation. Our collaboration, A Home Within, grew 
from conversations about our grandparents’ migrations. Kohila’s grandmother and 
grandfather had left Sri Lanka for Canada and Australia respectively, following a civil 
war, while mine had migrated from India to Pakistan at Partition, before moving to 
Canada in the late 1970s. Homes that had been left behind in Sri Lanka and India 
figured largely in the family narratives, yet our own experiences of these homes 
were imagined, as they remained inaccessible to both of us. 
Working with photographs from family albums as well as drawings made by family 
members who had lived in these homes, we merged our narratives. Within the stories 
surrounding the migrations, we found overlapping references to books, maps, train 
tracks and clothes. These elements found their way into the work as we literally and 
figuratively drew transitions between the photographs to create an animation. The 
drawings became the points of our interventions into the accounts, as we augmented, 
changed and translated to make sense of absences that have become part of two very 
distinct, yet parallel, collective memories. 
36
For me the investigation led to an interest in the moving image in relation to the still. 
At graduate school I have continued to incorporate photography, drawing, painting 
and collage as I worked more extensively with time-based mediums, in particular 
animation and video. One of the key qualities of working with the still image has been 
an ability to capture a “decisive moment.” Henri Cartier-Bresson, in The Mind’s Eye, 
describes his experience of being a photographer: 
I prowled the streets all day, feeling very strung-up and ready to 
pounce, determined to “trap” life — to preserve life in the act of living. 
Above all, I craved to seize, in the confines of one photograph, the  
whole essence of some situation that was in the process of unrolling 
itself before my eyes.9
I, however, was being drawn to subject matter that didn’t present decisive moments.  
I wanted to talk about dislocation and the anxieties that surrounded political 
circumstances worsening as I watched from afar. The changes in Pakistan have been 
gradual; there seem to be multiple points of deterioration and the tipping point(s) 
seem arbitrary. The tiered struggles, nascent even in Pakistan’s inception, between 
democracy and military dictatorships, secularism and religious extremism, pluralism 
and ethnic divides have only intensified in the past 64 years. The evidence of a 
retrogression is undeniable, as the army has cycled through power for decades at a 
time, religious intolerance has been sanctified, and political parties have established 
militant factions. Fear has been fostered and then exploited to channel resources to  
the security apparatus of a nation while political and civic institutions have corroded 
9. Henri Cartier-Bresson, The Mind’s Eye: 
Writings on Photography and Photographers (New 
York: Aperture, 1999), 22.  
Once Removed, Twice Over, 2010
Stills from colour video 
2 minutes, 3 seconds
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before fully forming. Questions like, “When did it get this bad?” “Where did things 
take a turn for the worse?” and “How did we not see this coming?” are pervasive.  
I wanted to be able to allude to the seemingly perpetual nature of these concerns. 
Time-based mediums allowed me the space to intervene. I began using repetition 
and pauses in ways that I hadn’t been able to with still photographs. I created long 
shots of what I would have framed as a photograph, in order to let time unfurl in 
front of the camera. This provided me with a timeline that I could then break to 
create anachronistic narratives that broadened and distorted both time and space. 
The element of sound has allowed further opportunities for layering to create meaning 
within this found time. 
Once Removed, Twice Over pairs two views of Karachi from a moving car, one shot 
through the windscreen and the other shot through the side window inserted as a 
vignette in the rearview mirror. The view through the windscreen is blurry, while the  
one in the rear-view mirror is clearer. The audio for the piece speaks to what I think  
I have let go of in having moved away from Karachi.10 The descriptions of vivid, 
visceral memories, however, work against the idea of having forgotten. The rearview 
mirror alludes to a looking back at histories and memories, but it also speaks of 
having to look over one’s shoulder. The merging of nostalgia and paranoia is further 
unsettled in the disjointed movement between the two spaces created within the 
frame. As the larger scene moves forward through the city, the scene in the rearview 
mirror moves horizontally. The multidimensional spaces and movement make it 
difficult to locate oneself as a viewer. The divergent experiences of familiarity and 
reverse culture shock upon returning “home” are relayed in this disorientation. 
10. The sound for this video is a 
reading of my written piece “Once 
Removed, Twice Over.” See page 54.
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In one of William Kentridge’s early animated works, Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City 
After Paris, he portrays the subsumed anxieties of living in a city marked by violence. 
Fluctuating between real and metaphorical representations, Kentridge combines 
everyday events, fantasies and autobiographical elements to communicate the 
prevailing political and social themes within South Africa’s history. Kentridge’s use  
of a time-based medium resonates, as I seek ways in which to present the re- 
occurrence of events within the Pakistani historical and cultural strata. Johannesburg, 
2nd Greatest City After Paris speaks to the building of national identities from  
residual histories through creating a record of simple acts like layering to conceal 
and erasing to reveal. Kentridge’s work made me consider and include the seemingly 
insignificant gestures that could reveal the deeper psychological and emotional 
effects of knowing Karachi.
William Kentridge
Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City After 
Paris, 1989
Drawings from animation
30 x 45 inches
Image source: FADIS, University of Toronto
Imminent Dissolves, 2011
Stills from a colour video
3 minutes, 4 seconds
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In Imminent Dissolves, I explore the desire to be in two places at once, depicting the 
dislocation through an imagined space. With my back to the camera, I walk up to 
shuttered windows with the view from my rooftop in Karachi projected onto them. 
The projected video is a slightly sped up shot of sunrise — palm trees sway somewhat 
unnaturally, and occasionally a bird flies overhead. I place myself within the projection, 
aligning my arms with the image of the ledge of my roof.
I am wearing a black shalwar kameez with white embroidery on the back. The black 
absorbs the projection, while the embroidery becomes more visible as the projected 
scene becomes brighter. I open each of the shutters and the projection dissolves into 
the darkened night sky outside my window. The viewer is now able to distinguish 
between the projection and the room that I stand in. I wait for a few moments before 
closing all the shutters again to make the projection reappear. Once again I bring 
my arms up to the ledge and stare out into the illusion, alluding to the longing for a 
space remembered.
In her efforts to address displacement, London-based Palestinian artist Mona 
Hatoum often presents the emotional as something that is expressed upon the body  
as physical. Hatoum explores these concerns through an investigation of personal 
and familial narratives, and includes the uncertainties that come from having 
geographical borders and violence seep into an everyday consciousness. In her film 
Measures of Distance, Hatoum employs a visual layering of text and image. Arabic 
script from letters Hatoum’s mother wrote to her from Beirut during the civil war 
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scroll over images of her mother bathing. The text acts as a veil, while the English 
translation of the text, spoken in the artist’s voice, exposes her mother’s feelings and 
concerns — ranging from what she has lost to the war to her relationship with her 
husband, the artist’s father. The narrative moves back and forth between memories 
that the artist and her mother share, to the time of the reading of the letters in 
which they are separated by both space and time. Hatoum further collapses these 
disjunctions by using images that she took of her mother while visiting her in 
Beirut, so that the video enacts their shared experiences while also marking the 
distance between them. 
Working in the mediums of photography, video and installation, Pakistani artist 
Bani Abidi also surveys distances and infringements through nuanced cultural 
Mona Hatoum
Measures of Distance, 1988
Stills from a video installation
15 minutes
Image Source: FADIS, University of Toronto
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symbols. Abidi describes Shan Pipe Band Learns the Star Spangled Banner as having 
been made “soon after Pakistan was swept into the rhetoric of the ‘War Against 
terror,’ post 9/11.”11 In Abidi’s video, a Pakistani marching band (a colonial remnant) 
learns to play the American national anthem at her request. Capturing the thorough 
detachment, despite the prevalent imperialist influences, she films the band as they 
train one another by ear.12 The experience is marked by punctuations of humor and 
frustration, while underscoring the apprehensions about America’s involvement 
within the region. This double-channel video was among the works shown in the 
exhibition, “Hanging Fire: Contemporary Art From Pakistan,” at the Asia Society 
Museum in New York in late 2009. As I negotiated my recent decision to move from 
Canada to attend graduate school in America, viewing the video made a significant 
impression on me.
11. E-mail to author, 2011.
12. Music from the subcontinent is not put to 
paper, unlike the practice of written musical 
scores in Western music. 
Bani Abidi
Shan Pipe Band Learns the Star Spangled 
Banner, 2004
Still from a double-channel video installation
7 minutes, 31 seconds
Image source: artist website
44
 
Another of Abidi’s works, Security Barriers, catalogues blockades used in Karachi  
as security measures. By labeling each image with its location, Abidi draws attention 
to the places that are protected, while also cataloguing the absences of those that are 
not. Power is enacted in the use of security barriers by the state, foreign embassies 
and the elite. Their isolation on the canvas renders them dislocated, while drawing 
attention to the heightened role that security plays in the evolution of a culture and 
society. Rising security concerns in Karachi are disconcerting, and for me, remain 
one of the starkest markers of change when I return after periods of absence. 
While in Karachi this past summer, the unease around worsening political conditions 
became most visceral when the city came to a standstill due to strikes called by 
political parties. In a city of fourteen million, most, if not all, stores remain closed, 
public transportation comes to a halt, and traffic thins as few leave their homes. 
The threat of violence is tacit and the risks understood. For a three-day strike in 
July, during which no member of my family left the house, I shot an approaching 
lightening storm. When I returned to Providence I wrote the poem, “Lying in Wait,” 
which I have paired with this video.13
Lying in Wait starts with a slow fade into a night scene shot from my balcony. A 
streetlight, the lights from houses in the neighborhood and the headlights from 
passing cars light up parts in the scene — the power lines, the neighboring boundary 
wall, and the occasional figure walking across it. Lightning from an approaching 
storm also periodically illuminates the scene to bring the white balustrade into full 
13. The poem, “Lying in Wait,” is included on 
page 58.
Opposite page:
Bani Abidi
Security Barriers, 2008
Inkjet prints, 11 x 17 inches
Image source: artist website

Lying in Wait, 2010
Stills from a colour video
3 minutes, 40 seconds
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view. The balustrade references a distinctly colonial architectural history in South 
Asia, while also suggesting the domestic, often feminine space that it signifies in 
Western art history. The view from the balcony is at once protective and constrictive. 
With an impending storm, it marks an in-between space, one that is partially 
sheltered and perhaps privileged, yet isn’t entirely impervious to the conditions that 
surround it. 
Layered voices speak over the barely visible and almost static scene. There is a sense 
of repetition in the audio, though it isn’t perfectly in synch. Each sentence starts 
with the word ‘waiting’. The voices are recognizable as being different in age as well 
as gender, with an older patriarchal male voice missing, though not conspicuously. 
The voices have a constant, relentless pace. The viewer waits to catch a phrase 
that becomes audible when said by one of the voices in isolation or when the same 
words are said in unison by more than one voice. Alluding to individual as well as 
collective anxieties, the repetition becomes a meditation, oscillating between real and 
metaphorical waitings. There are references to violence and unrest, in particular to 
bombings, which are concurrent at times with the visual of lightening, setting up a 
correlation and/or confusion between the threatening and the benign.

Endless Tihai
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This final chapter is a compilation of some of my writing over the past year. From 
responses to specific events to recollections of personal memories, my writing often 
serves as inspiration for my visual work. Once again, I find myself responding to 
broader historical and political circumstances. I reference instances in Pakistan’s 
history that have had a residual impact, I borrow from poets and writers who have 
made an impression, and I reiterate moments in our family’s narrative that have 
marked me.
Of the writings included here, two need brief introductions. “The Bystander in Me” 
addresses attacks on the mosques of Ahmedis that took place in Lahore on May 29, 
2010. In 1974, Pakistan’s first elected Prime Minister, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, introduced 
the second amendment to the constitution, declaring Ahmedis non-Muslims. My 
nani, and thus many in my extended family, are Ahmedi. I wrote this as a note on  
Facebook after receiving news that my second cousin had survived the attacks by 
hiding in the basement. “Of Rivers and Rages” was written in late August 2010 as  
a response to the devastating floods in Pakistan. As news poured in, fast and 
fluctuating, I found myself unable to fully grasp the magnitude, or the implications,  
of the disaster. A largely agricultural economy, the country continues to cope with  
the massive displacement of people and the loss of crops and livestock.
The Bystander in Me
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The legacies of Bhutto and Zia; re-soaked in blood, re-uttered in reports calling 
Ahmedi mosques “places of worship,” re-enforced in the lack of security that can be 
provided for mass funerals at Rabwa and Lahore, and undefeated in the laws that 
continue to exist. 
When people ask, “How have we reached this level of intolerance?” “How have we left 
this hatred unchecked?” we are complicit in very tangible ways — when we sign our 
passport applications declaring Ahmedis non-Muslims, when we claim ignorance of a 
religion just enough to not know who to call a Muslim and who not to call a Muslim, 
when we let a billboard inciting hate stand, when we pretend to be apolitical, when 
we can’t even fake interest.
Don’t ask why being a bystander is suddenly so treacherous, why the shrapnel is so 
dangerously close, why the numbers suddenly have names that you can put faces to. 
Don’t ask when this will all be over, don’t ask how it all started, don’t ask what can 
be done about it. As if we have no voice, no power, no blame.
Tell me we did this, tell me we are outraged, tell me we will make sure it never happens 
again. Tell me we will do something more than writing Facebook notes.
Once Removed, Twice Over
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I never thought Karachi would become a part of me. Just a part. That I would carry 
it around, remember it, miss it, and let most of it go. I have let go of the thin film of 
dust that takes all day to slowly encase your body; only becoming visible when you 
wash it off. A muddy grey under muted soapsuds in the blue bathtub that was 
installed in anticipation of me being born a boy. I have let go of the humming of  
the air conditioners that catch you off guard by dripping water laced with rust down 
your back. Pools on the concrete that should warn you, evaporating before they form.  
I have let go of the smell of salt in the wind that keeps the thick smog-infused clouds 
constantly rolling. No mountains on the horizon to stop them from leaving the  
dust parched. 
I never thought that I would visit. Just visit. That I would ignore the changes to a 
palimpsest in my search for a layer that I recognized. Boundary walls, now higher, 
have been painted several times over, each coat hiding more political chalkings 
underneath it. The skeleton of a billboard now sits atop the charred building that 
burned in my absence to which hundreds of pigeons come home to every maghrib. 
There’s a Dunkin’ Donuts around the corner that was once new, and now serves 
coffee to the American-return Marxists who are fully aware of the bitter truths they  
are glazing with chocolate. 
I never thought that it would be different. Just different. That I would mould my 
memory and deny it its altered presence. I have envied those that changed with it, 
those who haven’t grown separately … to grow apart. There are many things we can’t 
agree on, many sentences that we don’t finish for each other anymore. And yet, we 
break away to fall back in step again, the merry-go-rounds still align perfectly enough 
to hop on and off. Sometimes when the nights get quiet enough I can hear my heart 
remembering Karachi’s pulse. It fits neatly into a sixteen beat cycle thrice, an endless tihai.
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Of Rivers and Rages
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Half-submerged worlds, grasping, gasping, gurgling. A grandmother floating by hanging from a cow’s neck,  
a man with a rooster tied to his head, another with three of his children above shoulder. All have somehow 
managed to surface into my news, my realm of caring. And here I sit, till yesterday only a few miles away,  
now entire oceans. Once removed, twice over. I read of Pakistanis coming together; creating, collecting, and 
choreographing … prototypes for water purification plants, tents in Toronto (with labels that read “Made in 
Pakistan”), qawaalis (not “Indian” classical dance recitals). I click to support it all.
 
I look at maps showing a fifth of Pakistan underwater. When the aerial pictures showing the Indus at five times  
its size remain unfathomable, I indulge my parents as they yoyo between taking the conspiracy theories 
involving lasers melting glaciers seriously and then not. My sister can’t stand it when I say Allah has nothing to 
do with this, if he does, the land full of his pure should take suo motu notice of the matter. I read Feru the  
first bit from Mohammed Hanif’s piece on the floods. 
 
Larger dams weren’t de-silted, smaller dams weren’t built, forests weren’t protected, warnings weren’t issued. 
Over the years, communities were pulled to the edges of a dried, shriveled, emaciated system. A spotlight was 
thrown on what have become the vitals of this betraying system. The army, in floating rafts, helicopters, and 
boats is still pumping, as is, it seems, hard-line Islam, providing three hot meals a day to those displaced well 
before anyone else could say the word “organize.” The government and its institutions, like limbs (and a nose)  
lost to leprosy.
 
A chapatti of an island. My nani always said that when a phulkaa filled with air, it meant someone was hungry. 
I imagine her floating by hugging a cow. The phulkaas can’t keep up, the food scarce, the waits long, the 
patience thin. There is a stutter in donations as people meander to find non-corrupt channels. Meanwhile the 
Indus waits to swell a little further. Water doesn’t take as long to make up its mind.
Lying in Wait
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Waiting for imminent dissolves. Waiting for resuscitations.
Waiting for them to say the next five years will be bad … that we probably won’t survive as one moth-eaten piece.  
Waiting out loud, and waiting in silence. 
Waiting for the cheers that announce that the gunfire is celebratory, hearing the dead silences that follow to know that it is not.
Waiting alone. Waiting in hoards. 
Waiting for studies that show that we could avoid bombs in Karachi by spacing ourselves out in groups of ten.
If only there was some structure. If only we were organized. 
If only there was a way to avoid being bombed. 
Waiting for bomb squads to be formed. Waiting for protocol.
Waiting for when ambulances can get to the hospital faster than the news to our living rooms. 
Waiting for the websites to refresh. Waiting for the shops to reopen.
Waiting for a cousin to wake up so you can ask if the devastation on TV affected them in any way. 
Waiting for texts that confirm safe arrivals. Waiting for the traffic not to thin out.
Waiting for calls in the middle of the night.
If only there was a line. If only we knew not to cross it. 
If only there was a way to predict what was about to happen next.
Waiting for the latest developments. Waiting for history not to repeat itself.
Waiting for the patterns that emerge to confirm that it will.
Waiting for disruptions. Waiting for alignments.
Waiting for soothsayers and oracles to see another future.
Waiting for an end. Waiting for a beginning.
Waiting for this not to become the new normal. 
Plates, Planes, Pebbles and a Red Notebook
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Within the past eighty-seven and half years
My dadi separated her own dishes from those belonging to other women at her college
My dada flew fighter jets before his eyesight became imperfect and his country became the enemy
My nani picked up a flat blackened pebble as she left for Lahore with her sister’s baby on her hip 
My nana had two suitcases full of books stolen from him the first time he moved countries
He later found the books abandoned under a train station stairway, and the suitcases gone
Within the past sixty-three and a half years
My dadi always had an extra place setting at the dinner table
My dada’s eyes got pearlier with cataracts as he flew between Karachi and Dubai
My nani didn’t read a tasbih as a country founded on the basis of religion renounced hers
My nana, once in Canada, started comparing the Bible and the Quran in a red notebook 
He read excerpts to me, and sighed when I asked if he would compare the Gita with the Quran
Within the past twenty-eight and a half years
I landed in snow with my dadi’s slightly chipped china 
I squinted as I recognized that my niece has my dada’s eyes
I collected chalky stones as nani’s four belief-less children packed away her apartment
I understood why I had received only books as gifts from my nana
He had told me that what you knew, you couldn’t leave behind
The Only Time I’ll Have My Opinion Be Yours
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I want you to know 
That there was bloodshed after the borders were already drawn
That there are trickles still trying to congeal
That animosity was a mere performance at Wagah 
Stopped only recently, because it was causing nothing more than knee injuries
I may not have mentioned
That Toba Tek Singh still watches sand dunes erase the lines carved into them
I want you to know
That a religious party has never been voted into power
That piety knew its bounds 
That feudal legacies were invited to egalitarian masquerades 
Where chairmanships were lifetime appointments that could be passed down as inheritance
I may not have mentioned
That the religious parties are more democratic 
I want you to know 
That an elected government has never finished its term
That there is a precision in the military’s timing
That conspiracies surround the murders 
of the first woman Prime Minister and the army general that sent her father to the gallows
I may not have mentioned
That favors are meant to be fallen out of

To hear it be sung
To hear that we too shall see
Mountains turn to dust
That there are more crowns
and thrones waiting for you yet, 
to come topple them
Reverberating, 
the echoes from thunder then
in my dreams and yours

Seven seas without
I remember to forget
brims overflowing 
When we meet again,
starting up where we left off,
you’ll know me like mine
Where the smell of salt, 
and the hushed breeze never quit
the lit city night

Strange, it seems too soon
To find myself saying that
“It was better then”
Once, to make a wish,
my sister placed her finger 
in Buddha’s navel
There is little proof,
except for the photograph,
left in what remains
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I remember visits to Canada as a child during which, by way of explanation, my family 
and I offered that we were from a country that neighbored India. In the past few 
years Pakistan has lost its relative anonymity; as of a week ago, even Abbotabad has 
been yanked from quiet obscurity. Unfortunately, the interest in Pakistan and its 
geopolitical location show few signs of waning. Its unavoidable involvement in the “War 
on Terror” will continue to contribute to its mercurial circumstances, leaving many  
still longing for stability. 
Inundating news and images fill the voids of being away from Pakistan in strange and 
unexpected ways. I find myself challenging perceptions only to reenact them, fighting 
to loyally defend and condone in the face of my own anger and trepidation. These con- 
stantly shifting and often contradictory sentiments lend impermanence to my gestures. 
I see my work as momentary, marking the feelings I briefly have before turning to reflect 
on yet another altered scenario.
Conclusion
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